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Praise for The Sack of Rome

“No one has documented the misdeeds and lies of Berlusconi, his grandiose view of himself and his frivolous, idiosyncratic and sometimes vulgar behavior better than Stille…. This riveting, unsparing biography is not merely an expose of Berlusconi but a vivid lesson in how, under the right conditions, any man of wealth and few scruples can manipulate an entire nation.”

—Chicago Tribune

“How [Berlusconi] came to possess that influence—and irrevocably change the course of Italian politics and culture—is the subject of The Sack of Rome, an illuminating new book by the journalist Alexander Stille, one of the best English-language writers on Italy…. Stille has a gift for exposition, and his analyses of the Italian political situation are as sophisticated as they are clear.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“With a sharp knife and a clear eye, Stille…has dissected the remarkable, revolting story of the rise of the former (and future?) prime minister of Italy, and the political-cultural revolution that he has fathered, for good and mostly for bad…. Fascinating.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Alexander Stille, in The Sack of Rome, his excellent and highly readable political biography of Silvio Berlusconi, gives us a thorough account, both fascinating and appalling, of what he rightly calls ‘the Berlusconi era.’ His is not the first biography of Berlusconi…but it is certainly one of the best, and even those familiar with many of the incidents recounted here will appreciate the narrative rhythm of his book and the quality of its investigative journalism.”

—The New York Review of Books

“The Sack of Rome is an excellent book. It has everything: momentum and suspense, factual presentation and leveled analysis…. Stille knows Italy as well as, if not better than, many natives. But he comes to his subject with the moral clarity of someone untouched by Italian compromise and corruption. That position allows him to be intimate and informed, while simultaneously critical and, often, scathing.”

—The Nation

“The Sack of Rome is a brilliant commentary on democracy. Big money, big publicity, big propaganda, big egos can turn democracy into a monstrosity of corruption. Alexander Stille’s fascinating account of the decadence of Italian democracy contains potent lessons for other nations.”

—Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.

“Stille…has exquisitely analyzed not only contemporary Italian political culture but the ominous rise of an international political culture in which figures such as Berlusconi can flourish. Stille writes with such wit and verve that this book will easily appeal both to close followers of contemporary Italian politics and to those simply interested in a prescient, fascinating portrait of a politician and the international cultural shifts surrounding his ascent…. An absorbing tour-de-force.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Fascinating.”

—The Boston Globe

“Stille’s account is an informed, even entertaining, access point for understanding Italy’s political present.”

—Booklist

“Stille’s essential book on tycoon populism is a triumph of research, analysis, and clear writing. Everyone who is interested in the future of democracy should read it.”

—Ian Buruma

“Insightful and biting…It’s a Machiavellian tale told in clean, direct prose.”

—Bloomberg News

“Stille…is a meticulous guide through Berlusconi’s career…. This is good, detailed journalism, which is rarely seen in Italy. For readers outside Italy, there’s no better introduction to Berlusconi.”

—The Denver Post

“Fun reading.”

—Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

“[The Sack of Rome] is an extremely clear and precise book, much more specific and comprehensive than the innumerable books that seek either to praise or ridicule Berlusconi…. What makes the book especially valuable is its detachment…. The author doesn’t hate Berlusconi, neither overestimates nor has contempt for him, and above all does not let himself be hypnotized by him…. Stille understands that like no one else, Berlusconi incarnates the great revolutions of the postmodern era, the power of communication and of consumerism…. It is not a mean book, but as a result it is much more devastating, perhaps the book from which Berlusconi emerges the worst.”

—La Repubblica (Italy)

“One of the greatest advantages of having eyes at the moment is that one can read Alexander Stille’s book about the Italian Premier Silvio Berlusconi.”

—Die Weltwoche (Switzerland)
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PREFACE




The Italian version of this book came out several months before the English-language edition, just in time for the Italian elections of the spring of 2006. Its reception and fate in Italy is an interesting reflection on the state of Italian culture and media during the age of Berlusconi.

The reviews of the book were a pleasant surprise both in their number and level of enthusiasm. Naturally, virtually all the reviews appeared in papers and magazines that were either associated with the center-left or considered centrist and independent of Berlusconi. I was not sure how Italians would feel about a foreigner telling them about their own business, particularly about a figure whom everyone there either knows or thinks they know well. In fact, they seemed to find the American perspective of the book—the discussion of media, money, and celebrity in politics in relation to American figures such as Ronald Reagan, Ross Perot, Arnold Schwarzenegger—very fresh and intriguing. Even a couple of papers close to Berlusconi wrote pieces that quoted those sections of the book as if to say that while the author doesn’t approve of Berlusconi, at least he takes him seriously and compares him to major and highly interesting political figures. Oddly enough, many of the reviews remarked on how fair, dispassionate, and evenhanded the book was—something that surprised me greatly. In writing it, I was concerned that it was decidedly the most partisan and polemical book I had written—a stance I considered and reconsidered often during its writing. But I came around to the view that there were issues on which there were not two sides of equal merit. While it was possible to disagree on whether or not you liked Berlusconi, it was impossible, it seemed to me, to have anything but a harshly negative judgment on the accumulation of so much power in the hands of a single individual for democratic life. That my book was perceived as evenhanded says a great deal about the almost toxic atmosphere of the Italian political debate. Left and right resort routinely to personal insult. In one book on Berlusconi, the author rarely uses his name, referring to him simply as “The King of Bananas” (as in Banana Republic). Typical of the reviews was one that appeared in the Rome daily La Repubblica, which wrote: “This is not a book against Berlusconi. The author does not hate him, neither overestimates him nor underestimates him. Stille understands that, like no one else, Berlusconi incarnates the great revolutions of post-modernity, the power of communication and the impact of consumerism…. It is not a mean book, but perhaps for this very reason, it is the book from which Berlusconi comes off the worst.”

The book made it to the Italian bestseller list and when I traveled to Italy during the election campaign there was intense interest for interviews on various Italian media. However, it was extremely conspicuous that while seemingly every small and regional TV station was happy to do an interview with me, there was not a single invitation from any of the state-owned channels and of course none from the three major Berlusconi-owned channels. Political control of Italian television (particularly under Berlusconi) is total and of truly military discipline. A producer for the main news program of Italy’s one supposedly independent national TV network, la Sette (Number Seven, because it’s the seventh and smallest of Italy’s national networks), told me that she had proposed having me on their program and that the host of the show dismissed the idea out of hand: “On the eve of elections? Are you kidding?” The host, Giuliano Ferrara, is a former Berlusconi speechwriter and government minister and edits a newspaper owned by the Berlusconi family. That the main news program of the most independent television station is run by a Berlusconi employee gives you an idea of just how independent television in Italy is. Ferrara gladly accepted a debate with me about the book and about Berlusconi at a live event, but understands instinctively that while it is fine to have free discussion at an event with a few hundred people, it is quite another thing to have free debate on television. He understands one of Berlusconi’s principal maxims: “If something doesn’t appear on television, it doesn’t exist.” And so the fact that any discussion of the book was effectively excluded from the seven largest networks, which accounts for about 93 percent of the television audience, is highly indicative.

Similarly, a documentary film I participated in based on my book Excellent Cadavers: The Mafia and the Death of the First Italian Republic, had been broadcast on television in virtually every country in Europe in the last months of 2005 and the first months of 2006. And yet the third state channel, considered the most independent and left-leaning of the three state channels, decided not to show the film until after the elections, even though it had helped finance the film. The film only touches on Berlusconi’s attitudes toward organized crime in about the last five of its ninety minutes but it did not run on Italian TV until nearly two years after the rest of Europe and more than a year after the elections.

A few months after publication, my Italian publisher had an ominous communication from the Milan Palace of Justice asking for my official address. Although no reason was given, it was a sign that a criminal proceeding had been initiated against me and the book’s publisher. Italy is a country in which libel can be pursued in both criminal and civil court, with, at least in theory, the risk of spending ninety days in prison. The court requested that I appear in person in Milan to receive notification of a criminal action against me and sign my name in the registry of suspected criminals. At the same time, the publisher’s lawyer explained, it would be about six months before we learned the nature of the charges against us. This process of judicial notification—telling you have been charged with a crime without explanation of the charges—seemed reminiscent of the opening of Kafka’s “The Trial,” in which two policemen suddenly appear in the protagonist’s bedroom to take him away on unspecified charges. “Someone must have been telling lies about Joseph K.” the book begins.

Six months later, I received notification of the charges. I must admit I was greatly relieved when I saw the allegations against me. During the months of waiting, between the ominous initial “judicial notification” and the actual listing of the charges, I had passed some uneasy hours wondering what mistakes I might have made in the book. I had gone to considerable lengths to guarantee the factual accuracy of the book—paying a fact-checker with knowledge of Italian out of my own pocket to recheck every fact in the book, doing a second independent fact-checking read in Italy, submitting the book to libel attorneys on both sides of the Atlantic, and, for good measure, asking a sitting judge in Italy with deep and extensive knowledge of the material in the book to check for any possible errors of fact or flag potential legal issues. And yet, it seemed entirely possible that in a book of nearly four hundred pages with tens of thousands of facts about hundreds of highly contested incidents and cases, I might have scrambled the name of one defendant with another, confused two highly similar cases involving many of the same underlying facts and defendants but which resulted in different legal outcomes. And yet, the charges leveled against me by Mediaset, Berlusconi’s media conglomerate, did not involve any errors in fact. In United States libel law, truth is an absolute defense when you are writing about public figures. Indeed, it is not enough for a libel plaintiff to show that a news report is wrong, he or she must demonstrate that the writer’s error was accomplished with “malice” or “reckless disregard” of the truth. In other words, American libel admits the possibility that an honest journalist may make a mistake from time to time and punishes only truly egregious instances where a writer has not made a serious effort to ascertain the truth. It places a higher standard for plaintiffs who are public figures, allowing for a measure of imperfection in the interest of encouraging a free and lively public debate.

Unfortunately, in Italian libel law something can be true and yet still be defamatory, and my publisher’s attorney warned me that we ran a serious risk of losing our case. Italian libel law, a professor of comparative law explained to me, derives from old dueling statutes which are meant to protect people’s “honorability” and are not particularly concerned with truth and the role of media in modern life. The passage in which are supposedly most vulnerable is one in which (on page 134 of this edition) I mention the fact that Fedele Confalonieri, Berlusconi’s best and oldest friend and the man who runs Mediaset since Berlusconi entered politics, was placed under investigation in 1993 for illegal campaign financing. This is indisputably true, but, the lawyer informed me, Italian jurisprudence has established that if you mention that someone has been accused of something—and they are later exonerated of those same charges—you have a duty to mention that as well. Thus, the offending passage in the book was true but arguably incomplete. In this case, I had very good reasons to have written this passage in the way that I did. I was trying to recreate Berlusconi’s state of mind at the moment during the summer of 1993 when he decided to enter politics. As a result, I listed a series of setbacks that he suffered, one after the other, that gave him the feeling of being surrounded by threats of various kinds, including the arrest of one executive and the indictment of Confalonieri, his closest adviser. To have mentioned that this case came to nothing would have deflated the mood I was trying to create, which I describe as “Berlusconi’s darkest hour.”

It never occurred to me that I needed to mention the fallout of this particular case since I treated the outcome of the principal trials against Berlusconi and his associates later in the book when it made sense to do so. I explained clearly that most of the cases against Berlusconi and his inner circle came to nothing, while discussing in more detail cases that actually went to trial or resulted in convictions. I assumed the reader would deduce that Confalonieri had not been convicted of anything since I mention that he remains in charge of the Mediaset empire and his conviction on serious charges would have been a major news event that I would have felt compelled to mention.

That I had no intention of denigrating Confalonieri is clear from other references to him. Just a page earlier in the text, I refer to him as “one of Berlusconi’s most respected advisers.” And while I had omitted that he was absolved in the particular case I mentioned, I also omitted to mention other cases in which he was accused and indicted on similar charges, some cases of which are still pending. (The reason was the same: a desire not to overwhelm readers with excessive detail.) Had I intended to defame Confalonieri I would have mentioned that a former member of the Italian parliament testified under oath that when Berlusconi was investing in real estate in Sardinia, Confalonieri had arrived on the scene with a suitcase full of cash to win over local politicians. So, the passing reference in this book hardly represents a blemish on the reputation of a man untouched by the hint of scandal. (Just to avoid further libel trouble, I should make clear that this testimony occurred in the course of a parliamentary investigation and did not, as far as I know, lead to any criminal charges against Confalonieri.)

Of course, if Mediaset had been genuinely interested in correcting a possible misimpression, it had many avenues other than pursuing a criminal prosecution. Had Confalonieri approached the Italian publisher and asked for a correction, we surely would have agreed to place an erratum in every copy of the book, drawing far more attention to our “error” (if can be considered an error) than the supposedly offending passage ever received. But establishing the truth is not the intent of these kinds of lawsuits: punishing and silencing critics is the point.

I had, of course, been aware of this sort of possibility when I was working on the book. Indeed, I had originally planned to write a chapter on the ways in which Berlusconi and his entourage have systematically used Italy’s poorly written defamation laws to silence and intimidate critics. In one case, Berlusconi’s chief lawyer, Cesare Previti—a man convicted of bribing judges—sued one of the best investigative journalists at one of Berlusconi’s own newsmagazines, Marcella Andreoli of Panorama, for libel. She had written an excellent, extremely well-reported article on the lawyer’s role as a power broker during the first Berlusconi government. Once again, Previti never showed that Andreoli had actually misreported anything but because one of her source’s version of events was later found by an Italian court to be considered questionable, the lawyer was able to keep the lawsuit going for some ten years. In the meantime, the journalist has virtually ceased to write—and ceased entirely to write about Italian politics. And yet because Berlusconi’s company continues to pay her legal fees, she remains at her job, trapped and silenced. There are several similar cases in which serious, hard-working journalists (and publications and publishing houses) have been tied up in the courts for years, saddled with hefty legal fees, on charges that are so flimsy that they would never be allowed to cross the threshold of a U.S. courthouse. Ferruccio De Bortoli, the editor in chief of the country’s largest newspaper, Corriere della Sera, was sued for using a derogative term for lawyer, avvocaticchio (basically, little lawyers), to refer to Berlusconi’s chief defense lawyers, in which De Bortoli was criticizing the lawyers for their scandalous conduct in performing the role of defending the prime minister in a series of criminal cases while simultaneously writing and pushing criminal justice legislation, which they would then use to get their powerful client off the hook. “Little lawyer” would seem gentle treatment for such reprehensible behavior but the lawsuit was instrumental in leading to De Bortoli’s being forced to resign his position and dragged on in the courts for years. As I was gathering the material for that chapter—which I eventually omitted for reasons of space—a Milan defense attorney whom I had just finished interviewing bid me farewell with the words: “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing one another again soon,” meaning that he expected to see me again as a client in a libel action.

It is, of course, particularly galling to be the subject of a libel prosecution initiated by a huge media conglomerate that has practiced some of the worst gutter journalism in the world and has broadcast programs for years that have rained vituperation, insults, and denigration down on their owners’ supposed enemies. Every day over a period of years, Mediaset (then called Fininvest) broadcast a program called Sgarbi Quotidiani in which prosecutors who dared to investigate Berlusconi and his associates were routinely called “killers” and accused of any number of dark crimes, prompting numerous libel suits. In one case, Sgarbi actually read on the air an anonymous letter, which turned out to be completely false, that accused the chief prosecutor of Palermo of responsibility for the murder of a priest who was gunned down by the mafia. Sgarbi was found guilty of defamation but Mediaset continued to broadcast his program, which remained equally vituperative, for years. (Because Sgarbi was a member of parliamentary in Berlusconi’s coalition, he could not be prosecuted for criminal libel, as I now am.) Thus to be accused of injuring the delicate sense of honor and high standards of journalistic integrity by Mediaset is a bit like being charged with public indecency by the owner of the country’s chief bordello.

Italy, sadly, has a popular, cynical expression that says: “la legge, per gli amici si interpreta, per i nemici si applica.” The law: for one’s friends it should be interpreted, but to one’s enemies, it should be applied. Italy has been a country in which power has traditionally called the tune and in which the powerful rarely pay the price. Numerous people in Berlusconi’s inner circle have been accused of, admitted to, or been convicted at trial of crimes of enormous seriousness. Virtually none of them have paid a price of any consequence. Berlusconi’s chief corporate attorney has been convicted, multiple times, of bribing judges on behalf of his clients—one of the most serious crimes one can imagine. After about ten years of legal battles, his conviction repeatedly confirmed, Previti was able to benefit from a new law that drastically reduced his sentence, requiring him to perform community service, doing legal work for the poor, but instead of spending time in prison as most others convicted of such a crime, he has spent this whole time—to this day—enjoying the immunity and salary of a member of the Italian parliament while living in a splendid apartment in Piazza Navona. Berlusconi has paid his legal expenses and he has been allowed to keep tens of millions of dollars of suspect overseas payments that prosecutors suspect are the fruit of his case-fixing activities.

But the simple reality is that Berlusconi, as the richest man in the country and Mediaset, its richest company, can afford to pursue numerous libel actions cases even if they lose most or all of them. By threatening critics and, in some cases, exacting serious costs on them, they achieve a chilling effect. A publisher or newspaper may decide to avoid publishing anything similar until the libel action against them has been resolved in their favor.

While keeping many negative things out of the public domain, Berlusconi remains very much in the public eye by remaining the country’s most entertaining politician. Earlier this year, the world was amused by the very public countretemps between Berlusconi and his wife, Veronica. After he had flirted with and made suggestive comments to two beautiful starlettes on Italian TV, Veronica wrote an open letter to the daily paper La Repubblica (the one major national paper that has been consistently critical of Berlusconi) complaining of her husband’s behavior and demanding a public apology. The spectacle of a politician and his wife conducting a martial spat in the media drew laughs from most in the international audience but won sympathy from many in Italy. Polls showed that most Italians agreed with Silvio against Veronica, as if he had won a round of American Idol. While he is no longer in power, he dominates public attention and continues to enjoy a huge national following. That and the weakness of the current center-left government have continued to give him virtual veto power over most government action and have meant that his media monopoly is in little danger of being challenged for the foreseeable future.








INTRODUCTION




In the summer of 1993, Silvio Berlusconi, Italy’s richest man and the owner of its largest television and publishing empire, conducted a series of polls to test the possibility of his founding his own party and becoming a candidate for prime minister. One poll found that Berlusconi enjoyed 97 percent name recognition with potential voters, while the actual prime minister, Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, was known to only 51 percent.
1

The media tycoon who had brought Dallas, Wheel of Fortune and Baywatch to Italy, who had led the Milan soccer team to several championships, whose yachts and villas and beautiful wife were frequently featured in the supermarket tabloids, was of far greater interest than any of the traditional politicians on the market. Another poll conducted among young people showed that Berlusconi was their “most loved,” on a long list of names. Arnold Schwarzenegger was second and Jesus Christ third.

The end of the Cold War had wiped out the traditional political parties that had dominated Italy for the previous fifty years. The old ideologies of the twentieth century were waning, and the most influential institution still standing in the rubble of the Berlin Wall was a television media company.

Aware of his opportunity to fill this void, Berlusconi undertook what has to be one of the most extraordinarily innovative election campaigns of our age. All the divisions of Berlusconi’s vast empire—from television stations and newspapers to department stores and an insurance and financial services company—were fused almost overnight into an enormous political machine. The ad executives contacted the companies that bought advertising on the Berlusconi channels. The stockbrokers and insurance agents working for Berlusconi’s financial services company became campaign workers and set about turning the hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, of financial clients into voters and party supporters. The personnel department of the television advertising company selected more than a hundred of the company’s top ad salesmen to be candidates for the parliamentary elections. The candidates took screen tests at the television studios, were given lessons in politics, and were cross-examined to see how they would hold up under the fire of an election campaign. The candidates all were obliged to buy a special kit that included a thirty-five-page booklet and eleven videotapes explaining the party’s program as well as lessons on how to speak in public and on TV. The company’s media experts, with expertise in testing TV programs, conducted focus groups to hone Berlusconi’s message to appeal to the largest possible audience. The party/company set up pay-per-call phone numbers (at about 50 cents a minute) that allowed people to listen to the latest comments of Berlusconi, and earned money for the movement at the same time.

Initially, the work was carried out in secret. Berlusconi vigorously denied that he had any intention of becoming a candidate. The official word was that he was helping found a political movement to promote the values of freedom and democracy through a series of clubs, called Forza Italia! (“Go, Italy!”), the phrase soccer fans chant when cheering on the national team. Much of Berlusconi’s fame and popularity was related to his ownership of the soccer club A. C. Milan. Patriotism in Italy was at an all-time low, and almost the only thing capable of eliciting feelings of intense national pride and fervor was the Italian soccer team. To harness those feelings, Berlusconi co-opted the team’s slogans and symbols. His “team” was to be the “Blues,” the nickname for the players on the Italian team.

Berlusconi and his executives’ goal was to create eight thousand Forza Italia clubs, one in almost every decent-sized town in Italy. The number was not arrived at randomly: there are about eight thousand Catholic parishes in Italy. At the end of World War II, after the collapse of Fascism, the Catholic Church with its eight thousand parishes had served as the backbone of the new Christian Democratic Party. But the Church’s power, like those of the parties, was on the decline. “L’azienda della fede” (“The Faith Business”), as Berlusconi referred to the Church, “is not doing well,” he told a corporate audience in the late 1980s, announcing that he intended to buy a series of abandoned monasteries and convents for corporate retreats for his sales force—as if in a kind of symbolic transfer of power. With a Forza Italia club in every parish, the transfer would be complete.
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With rumors of Berlusconi’s project growing every day, and his figure gaining prominence with each denial of his plans, the terrain was perfectly prepared, as for the launch of a new product.

Then, on January 26, 1994, Berlusconi appeared on the three main private TV networks (which he owns) and announced that he was founding a new political party and running for prime minister.

It looked much like an address from the Oval Office at the White House. Berlusconi was shown in the study of his sumptuous eighteenth-century villa, seated behind a large, commanding desk, with family photographs in the background. He spoke to the nation with a grave and authoritative air. Even though he was only a private citizen and a political novice, it looked as if he were already president. “Berlusconi…was the ‘virtual-reality’ president,” says Giuliano Ferrara, one of his chief political strategists and the ghostwriter of the speech. “I understood at that moment that he had changed the form of Italian politics.”
3

Within just two months, Berlusconi was, in fact, prime minister.

 

When I first went to live in Rome in 1980, it was a very different place.

Rome was relatively poor and shabby, with paint peeling from its ocher-brown buildings. Rather than standard Italian, many people spoke regional dialects, a living tie to preunification Italy and its millennial traditional peasant life. When you walked through the neighborhood of Trastevere, its narrow alleyways were filled with women sitting on chairs on the sidewalks so that they could spend their afternoons fanning themselves, chatting and talking to their neighbors—as they still do in poorer cities like Naples or Palermo. Hardly anyone knew English and far fewer people had traveled overseas. People on the left took their vacations in places like Yugoslavia in order to avoid spending money in capitalist countries. Although Italy was growing economically, it had vestiges of a precapitalist culture. I lived for two years without a telephone because it was considered almost impossible to get a phone in less than nine months and it didn’t seem worth the trouble. There was a shortage of metal coins and so shopkeepers would give you handfuls of candy instead. By the end of a week, your pockets would bulge with peppermints and gum-balls. Stores and restaurants shut down almost entirely in August because people believed in rest and vacation, even though there was a lot of money to be made.

The country was torn apart by political and ideological violence of the left and the right. A day hardly went by in which there was not a Red Brigades killing, kneecapping or kidnapping or a right-wing bombing. There was also a vicious Mafia war going on in Palermo that would ultimately claim thousands of lives. When I moved to Milan, I met people with bodyguards and bulletproof cars, people whose mothers had been kidnapped or whose older brothers had not been heard from for years and were presumed to have entered the netherworld of some terrorist organization. It was already clear that the armed struggle was doomed to fail, that it had lost any wider popular appeal, but, like wounded, cornered animals, the terrorists stepped up their violence as their movement entered its decline and the armed revolution degenerated into a genuine bloodbath.

The terrorism was puzzling since Italy was such a remarkably pleasant place to live—and not only for the rich. The violence came after twenty-five years of economic growth the likes of which modern Italy had never experienced. It was the death rattle of an old order, an age of ideology, precisely on the eve of a consumer boom that would make the idea of radical revolution seem like a barely remembered dream.

I recall visiting a family friend, an old journalist who lived with his wife in a beautiful apartment overlooking Piazza Navona in Rome. Suddenly, at a knock on the door, there was a moment of silence and fear. The journalist’s name had been found on the hit list of the Red Brigades. The knock turned out to be that of a friend, a young woman they had wanted to introduce me to. “You were in Lotta Continua [Continuous Struggle] in high school?” the wife asked the young woman, referring to one of a myriad of far-left groups of the time. Lotta Continua, like many of the radical groups of the 1970s, had disbanded a few years earlier, as the revolution began to run out of gas. Many of the young Italians I met were still identified with the political groups they had belonged to in high school or university, the way young Americans might be known by the prestigious colleges they had attended.

It was bracing to live in such an intensely political environment. By the time I reached college, in 1974, the Vietnam War was winding down and American college campuses were largely depoliticized. At the Italian publishing house where I worked, there were frequent strikes to protest this killing or that government act. The strikes ran against the grain of my American notions of efficiency and duty at work, but I appreciated the fact that people cared so passionately and talked so animatedly about politics.

I remember walking into Piazza del Duomo in Milan on Sunday afternoons, where you could generally find crowds of older men collected in expanding circles of political debate—sometimes as many as thirty or forty men crowding around like the pigeons that collected around some choice piece of food on the cathedral steps. They were generally men in their sixties, seventies or eighties—they wore hats and mustaches and suspenders and gray suits, dress of an earlier era—and argued with great animation using the language of a bygone age. There were anarchists and old-style liberals, monarchists and Fascists. I found their body language—the heated discourse, the animated gestures, the flocklike nature of the crowd pressing forward to watch political debate as they might a prize-fight—more interesting than the debate itself. This brood of old gray men with their hats and suspenders and handlebar mustaches represented the last remnants of an era when city squares filled with people who wanted to talk about politics. For these old men, born long before the age of television, getting out of the house and talking politics was a form of entertainment and sociability.

But there were already signs that this was changing. These were the first years of what was called il riflusso, the turning of the tide, a rejection of political commitment. The broken ranks of the revolutionary left were scattering in various directions, some becoming Hare Krishnas or raising chickens on a farm, others going into advertising or business, many slipping into heavy drugs. The parks and streets and public bathrooms of Italian cities in those years were full of syringes, and there were an estimated 200,000 heroin addicts and a thousand deaths by overdose a year.

The same year that I arrived in Italy, 1980, Silvio Berlusconi started Canale 5, the first private national television network. Since there was no TV in my apartment, I didn’t notice. Then, one day, the concierge of my building, taking pity on this young foreigner living without either phone or television, insisted on giving me a giant, ancient color television that someone in the building wanted to get rid of. It must have been one of the first color sets sold in Italy, since color TV wasn’t available until 1977 and it already had the look of an antique: it was about the size of a refrigerator, took a few minutes to warm up and turned everyone’s face either orange or purple.

I didn’t pay much attention since Berlusconi’s channel simply played back for me the worst aspects of my own American culture—cheesy soap operas and sitcoms, General Hospital, Love Boat, Dallas, Magnum, P.I., reruns of trashy American B movies dubbed in Italian. The original Italian programs invariably involved scantily clad soubrettes and crowds of tackily dressed Italians clapping rhythmically or waving at the camera. But in fact the gaudy colors of the Berlusconi television world, for all its seeming silliness and frivolity, represented a revolution in the black-and-white world of Italian life. In the late 1970s, Italians didn’t watch much TV. In fact, RAI (the state TV) didn’t even keep track of how many people watched TV and how much time they spent doing so.

Today, old men no longer congregate in Piazza del Duomo. Older Italians stay home more and watch about an average of five hours of television a day. And the more television they watch, the more likely they are to vote for Silvio Berlusconi. A deep change has occurred.

The 1980s—the decade of Reagan and Thatcher—was a turning point in both the United States and Europe. It was the decade in which the post–World War II consensus around the welfare state began to crumble; in which governments looked to privatize and deregulate industries; in which the old manufacturing economy gave way to a postindustrial economy and unionized labor gave way to more flexible and precarious kinds of work, in which the twentieth-century political oppositions of Communism versus capitalist democracy came to an end; in which traditional mass parties atrophied and were replaced by a highly personalized form of politics; in which the culture of solidarity (the New Deal and the Great Society in the U.S., 1968 and the welfare state in Europe) was replaced by a new set of values based on personal success and wealth. The old middle-class virtues of savings and frugality, which had helped bankroll the manufacturing economy, gave way to a consumer economy fueled by a culture of credit card debt and shop-till-you-drop consumption.

Berlusconi, through the introduction of commercial television in Italy, was perhaps the greatest agent of these changes in Italian life. Before the 1980s, virtually all television in Europe was controlled by government. In Italy, Berlusconi broke down the monopoly of the state broadcasting company RAI and created his own virtual monopoly of private television. The old RAI was very much a reflection of the peculiar nature of postwar Italy. The political parties controlled the different channels, and newscasts were literally measured with stopwatches, the minutes and seconds of commentary allocated so that each political party got its say in proportion to its numerical strength in parliament. It was a crude form of pluralism, but pluralism nonetheless.

RAI contained the best and worst elements of Italy’s ancien régime. On the one hand, there was a good deal of waste, inefficiency and corruption, of political appointments and people on the payroll who contributed little or nothing. Its content was frequently dull but high-minded. Rather than American soap operas and quiz shows, viewers got the pope’s Sunday-morning mass and classic Italian cinema. RAI commissioned Roberto Rossellini to do a series of films on the history of science and bankrolled several of Fellini’s last films. RAI, in many ways, reflected the culture of Italy’s “two churches,” the Catholic Church and the Italian Communist Party, which both entertained a certain suspicion of unfettered capitalism and commercial culture and preferred a spirit of solidarity to one of unbridled competition.

Berlusconi brought about a cultural revolution, introducing American commercial values into this old-fashioned, slow-moving paternalistic world. Before him, Italian TV was technically crude, with newscasters looking down to read their notes rather than reading from a teleprompter and looking at the camera. Berlusconi, a natural salesman, looked to Hollywood for his model and began buying up entire film libraries of movies and TV shows, while adding an Italian accent with original programs such as Colpo Grosso, perhaps the world’s first nude game show. These programs fit the mood of the times: the Italian middle class, sick of the terrorism and ideological paroxysms of the 1970s, was ready to enjoy a period of prosperity, happy to be awash in the consumer goods being sold on Berlusconi’s network.

Soccer—another strategic field that Berlusconi entered and now dominates—has replaced politics as Italians’ favorite topic of conversation. The spread of television and the spread of soccer are interrelated. In the old days, RAI televised one soccer game per week, showed only one of the two halves of the match and did so after the match had actually ended, out of a conviction that no one would go to the stadium if games were broadcast live. Berlusconi broke with these conventions, broadcasting a number of soccer matches a week as well as numerous talk shows in which armchair soccer coaches discuss Sunday’s matches on Sunday night, Monday and into much of the week. (Berlusconi purchased the country’s most successful soccer team, A. C. Milan—the source, perhaps even more than his television stations, of much of his fame and popularity.) It is far from coincidental that Berlusconi named his political party Forza Italia. While appeals to revolution and the Fatherland have grown weak, the national soccer team is about the only thing that can arouse powerful nationalist feelings in most Italians, and Berlusconi has very shrewdly channeled those feelings toward his own political aims.

I recall a very strange moment in the summer of 1994, during Berlusconi’s first government, which happened to coincide with soccer’s World Cup. Berlusconi had just replaced the board of directors and the heads of the three RAI networks—the principal competitor of his own private TV chain—with people close to himself (many of them either current or former Berlusconi employees), but this event—precisely the kind of blatant conflict of interest that Berlusconi had sworn would never happen as he campaigned—passed with almost no public reaction, while Rome was filled with honking cars and jubilant crowds that thronged through the streets until the early hours of night screaming “Forza Italia! Forza Italia!” at the top of their lungs and waving Italian flags. It was a brilliant piece of priceless free advertising. One sensed that a terrible new power—mixing entertainment, sports, television and politics—had been born.

Berlusconi helped to move Italy from what Marshall McLuhan termed the Gutenberg Galaxy, the print-based culture of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in which politics was about clashing political ideologies, into a world in which personality, celebrity, money and media control are the driving forces. The good thing is that Italians have stopped killing one another over politics. The bad thing is that it’s as if there were no more political ideas worth fighting or arguing for.

 

The Berlusconi story is one of the great political adventures of the late twentieth century, an astonishing example of what happens when media, money and politics combine forces in a society with almost no rules.

The election of the richest man and the largest media owner, who is also a defendant in numerous criminal trials, to the highest public office has created a bizarre and anomalous situation and led to a new model of power in the heart of Europe. Imagine if Bill Gates of Microsoft were also the owner of the three largest national TV networks and then became president and took over public television as well. Imagine that he also owned Time Warner, HBO, the Los Angeles Times, the New York Yankees, Aetna insurance, Fidelity Investments and Loews theaters, and you begin to get an idea of how large a shadow Silvio Berlusconi casts over Italian life. Imagine also that dozens of members of parliament and most of the key people in government are also current or former employees of the TV-tycoon prime minister, that he has been indicted and convicted in several criminal trials, which his personal lawyers, who also sit in parliament, have legislated or tried to legislate out of existence.

It would be easy but mistaken to dismiss Berlusconi as a uniquely Italian phenomenon, but that his story takes place in Italy is at the same time no accident. Italy has a rather remarkable record in the twentieth century as a laboratory of bad ideas that have then spread to other parts of the world. Fascism was invented in Italy, as was the Mafia, and left-wing terrorism went further in Italy than in any European country. This is not to say that Berlusconi is a Fascist, a Mafioso or a terrorist, but all these phenomena are by-products of a weak democracy with few institutional checks and balances. As a country late to unify and industrialize, Italy is a place where all the strains and problems of modernity are present, but with few of the safeguards that exist in older, more stable nations; ideas get taken to their logical extreme, where they can be seen with particular clarity. The increasingly close relations among big money, politics and television are hugely important everywhere, but in Italy, where a major media business, in the form of Berlusconi, has taken power directly, they have achieved a kind of apotheosis.

While Forza Italia contains vestiges of Italy’s past, Berlusconi is also a troubling avant-guard figure, a sort of Citizen Kane on steroids. It is not an accident that the president of Thailand is also the country’s richest man and largest media owner, and is interested in acquiring soccer teams. Or that Vladimir Putin, who is a frequent guest at Berlusconi’s vacation home in Sardinia, has easily won apparently democratic elections after gaining control over virtually all of Russia’s television channels. There are even, in fact, powerful parallels with the Berlusconi phenomenon in the country that likes to refer to itself as the world’s oldest continuous democracy, the United States.

The personalization of politics through television, the decline of traditional political parties and the rise of billionaire politicians (Ross Perot, Steve Forbes, Jon Corzine and Mike Bloomberg, to name only a few) who circumvent party organizations by purchasing vast amounts of television time are all very much with us. Moreover, the deregulation and politicization of American broadcasting—starting with the elimination under Reagan of the “fairness doctrine” and public interest requirements, and the recent decisions under Bush to further do away with restrictions of media concentration—all, ironically, follow the Italian model. Information is increasingly in the hands of six or seven international media conglomerates, of which Berlusconi’s is one, most of them owned by highly conservative interests who often cooperate with one another. Berlusconi has worked closely with both Leo Kirch of Germany and Rupert Murdoch, using inter-locking ownership of media companies to skirt the antitrust legislation of different countries. The much more aggressive, partisan style of Rupert Murdoch’s Fox News and Rush Limbaugh is eerily reminiscent of the highly slanted Berlusconi channels.

The affinities between the Italy of Berlusconi and contemporary America are hardly coincidental. Most of Berlusconi’s success in his career, from real estate to television to politics, has consisted of importing American models to Europe. “I’m in favor of everything American before even knowing what it is,” Berlusconi told the New York Times in 2001. “So much so that they used to call me the amerikano.” He brought Italy the suburban subdivision, Dallas and Dynasty, Survivor and Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?; he brought focus groups, the thirty-second political ad and a “contract with the Italians,” based on Newt Gingrich’s “Contract with America.” More important, like other businessmen-politicians (Ross Perot) and celebrity candidates (Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jesse “the Body” Ventura), he tapped a deep distrust and dislike of politics, which characterizes modern democracy in an age of declining political participation. He helped create a continental model of the politics of antipolitics, the notion, popularized by Ronald Reagan, that “government is not the solution, government is the problem.”

While Berlusconi may at first glance appear to be a freakish and uniquely Italian phenomenon, on closer inspection, Italy under Berlusconi may in fact be a not-so-distant mirror, in which many of the same forces at work in our own society can be seen taken to their extreme logical conclusion.








Chapter One

THE MIRACLE WORKER




1. JANUARY 1996: “I KNOW HOW TO

MAKE PEOPLE LOVE ME”

I first saw Berlusconi in the flesh in early 1996, at a Forza Italia rally when he was gearing up for a new round of elections, which, as it turned out, he would lose. The atmosphere was electric, more like a concert than a political rally. The crowd was palpably excited as they waited for the star performer to arrive. “SILVIO! SILVIO! SILVIO!,” they cried as he began to make his way through the crowd, protected by a phalanx of bodyguards, and the loudspeakers began to play the Forza Italia party anthem, which Berlusconi was said to have helped write. Berlusconi ascended the stage with a Reaganesque “Morning in America” bounce in his step. Only about five foot six, but with a fit, athletic bearing and a robust chest, finely tailored dark, double-breasted suit and a ready smile, Berlusconi had the smooth elegance of a 1950s crooner. Rather than standing behind a podium and reading a speech, he took the microphone and moved around the stage, the better to establish a personal rapport with the audience.

Berlusconi helped to put himself through college working as a nightclub singer on Mediterranean cruise ships, and his skills as an entertainer and irresistible charm figure heavily in his many stories of his miraculous rise, even though crucial details change from one telling to the next.

Addressing the crowd in Rome, Berlusconi spoke for more than an hour without notes, never pausing, never losing his place. Unlike most Italian politicians, who often speak an abstract, and sometimes abstruse, language, he speaks in a clear, concrete manner. “Berlusconi invented a new political language,” said Renato Mannheimer, a professor of sociology and one of Italy’s leading pollsters. “‘A million jobs’—leaving aside for the moment whether it is nonsense or not—is a powerful slogan. Berlusconi expressed himself in concrete images. On the subject of taxes, he said: ‘Until July 27, I work for the government, the rest of the year for my family.’ Notice that he used the word ‘family’—which Italians like—rather than ‘I work for myself.’…If you ask voters about the slogans of the left, they cannot remember a single one.”
1

On the particular day I happened to attend the Forza Italia rally, Berlusconi’s performance was somewhat angrier and more defensive than usual. Prosecutors in Milan were making his life difficult. They had recently discovered a series of Swiss and offshore bank accounts that appeared to show Berlusconi’s company funneling millions of dollars to former-Socialist leader Bettino Craxi (at that time, a fugitive of Italian justice in Tunisia)—a charge Berlusconi angrily denied. He railed against the magistrates, the “Communists” and against his many “enemies” who would stop at nothing to destroy him. “My Communist enemies understand the techniques of [Nazi propagandist Joseph] Goebbels, that if you repeat a lie often enough, it becomes the truth,” he said. His anti-Communist invective seemed anachronistic—the Italian Communist Party had dissolved five years earlier—and the lies he was denouncing would later be upheld in court.

I was chilled to hear Berlusconi refer with familiarity to Nazi propaganda methods, since the particular technique that he attributed to his “Communist enemies” is one that he uses constantly. Over and over, he hammers away at points that are preposterously untrue—that his “enemies” enjoy a media monopoly and use it ruthlessly against him; that there is no conflict of interest between his private and public roles; that the many criminal investigations of him and his companies have turned up no evidence—and yet amplified and repeated by his newspapers and television stations, they gradually become common misperceptions that one hears coming out of the mouths of ordinary Italians who know few of the underlying facts. Nonetheless, I found myself humming the catchy tune of the Forza Italia anthem as I left the rally.

I met Berlusconi the following day for an interview in his Rome residence just behind Piazza Navona, in the back portion of a baroque palace built in the seventeenth century for the family of Pope Innocent X. Instead of stairs, the way up to the Berlusconi house is a smooth, circular brick ramp that was once used to allow horses and mules to bring provisions straight up to the door. Delicately painted frescoes of cherubs adorn the ceiling of the waiting room.

Berlusconi was dressed informally in blue jogging pants, jogging shoes and a sumptuous blue cashmere sweater. (The color blue plays a large part in the Berlusconi universe. “All the psychologists indicate it as the color that creates a sense of well-being,” says Aura Nobolo, press secretary of the Forza Italia group in parliament.) Berlusconi is an assiduous jogger and works hard to stay trim. He was impeccably groomed, thinning hair carefully in place. He hates long or scruffy hair and discourages his company men from wearing beards or mustaches. And although he is a master at working a crowd, he has something of a phobia about germs and quickly washes his hands after pressing the flesh with a group of admirers. “It seems to be typical of tycoons,” said Giuliano Ferrara, his former aide. “There is a bit of San Simeon in them all.” “Tycoon” is a word Berlusconi uses to describe himself, and he takes obvious delight in his wealth.
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Berlusconi made his initial fortune as a real estate developer during the 1960s and 1970s. Although he had no experience in construction, he immediately showed a talent for sales. Berlusconi’s greatest assets are a phenomenal level of energy, a great attention to detail and an almost boundless conviction in himself. His deepest beliefs seem to spring from the gospels of American self-help culture such as Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People, and Norman Vincent Peale’s The Powerof Positive Thinking. At a training session for the salesmen of the advertising arm of his company, he told the audience that every morning he stands in front of the mirror and repeats to himself: “I like myself. I like myself.” He is fond of saying that he carries “the sun in his pocket,” and he instructs his men to project the same sense of total inner confidence.

His success in politics is at least in part dependent on his ability to get millions of Italians to share his own radiant sense of confidence and optimism. He appears genuinely convinced that there is no problem that cannot be overcome if only he could explain himself to the Italian people. Berlusconi appears to say whatever is necessary at a given moment to convince a particular audience, even though some of these statements are at variance with each other or with factual reality. This, too, is part of the Berlusconi philosophy. If you want to convince someone, he told his sales force, make up a quotation and attribute it to some renowned authority: “So use this method: ‘As Bill Paley of CBS says. As Plato said. As Abraham Lincoln said’…Who’s ever going to go and look it up?…People are incredibly gullible, they love quotations.”
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In my three-hour interview, I was most deeply struck by his unusual relationship with factual truth.

One of Berlusconi’s most salient characteristics is his ability to convey an air of total conviction and sincerity even when saying things that appear to have no relation to objective reality. “Berlusconi’s psychology is characterized by two elements,” a longtime Mediaset executive who has worked closely with him told me. “An extraordinary natural vitality and an immense capacity to convince himself that what he is saying is the truth. Not only is it the truth, but it is the absolute truth and he is unable to understand why others are unable to grasp this truth.”
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For a good part of the interview, I pressed Berlusconi about the conflict-of-interest problem, with Berlusconi continuing to insist that there were no conflicts of interest, only a series of vicious attempts to destroy him against which he has been forced to defend himself. “He simply does not understand the concept of conflict of interest,” the Mediaset executive explained. “When I mentioned to him that when Harold Macmillan became prime minister of Britain he sold off his interest in his publishing house, Berlusconi’s only response was: Why?”

Berlusconi insisted that in fact he had made an enormous personal sacrifice by offering to lead the nation. “Before I entered politics, when I used to appear in public everyone would applaud, now half of the people applaud, and half of them boo,” he said. “I have made a radical innovation in the moral and political climate of this country…. Other politicians obtained advantages and money out of public life. I have received only disadvantages and I have spent money, a lot of money.” How much? I asked. “I can’t say exactly. I have spent a small fortune supporting Forza Italia.” Ten years later, it would appear to be money well spent. Since Berlusconi’s ascent to power, his Mediaset has gone from being dangerously in debt and only marginally profitable to being the most profitable media company in Europe, his personal holdings have tripled in value and he has moved into the top forty in the Forbes 400 list of the world’s richest men.

Berlusconi considers himself a utopian idealist and reacts with hurt incomprehension when anyone suggests his motives could be anything other than benevolent. He is lavishly generous with his closest aides, who have displayed iron loyalty toward him—even under the enormous pressures of the bribery investigations. And he would be equally generous toward the entire nation, if it would only let him. “Why do they attack me? Why don’t they understand that I am the only person who can fix this country?” he said a few months after our meeting. Because his intentions are only the best, he is convinced that any effort to check or question his power cannot help but be malicious and subversive. He seems deeply convinced that he is a man chosen by destiny to save his nation.
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“You don’t understand,” he said as our talk came to an end, leaning back wearily on the white couch in his living room, as if gathering his strength for one final attempt to make me see the light. “I have achieved everything in life a man can hope for. I have nothing left to gain personally.” He suddenly coiled his body forward, turning up his level of intensity several notches, as if to make a final pitch to a recalcitrant client: “I have had this extraordinary, unique experience and I want to make a contribution to the nation. So creare, so comandare, so farmi amare. [I know how to create, I know how to lead people, I know how to make people love me.]”
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2. IN PRAISE OF FOLLY

I came out of my interview with Berlusconi reeling. The strange monarchic “court” atmosphere surrounding him and the refusal of any contradiction or dialogue brought to mind the words of Berlusconi’s best friend, Fedele Confalonieri, who candidly described him as an “enlightened despot…a good Ceauşescu, but decidedly anomalous as a democratic politician.”
7 The notion that the ability to “make people love me” rather than having a convincing program or a demonstrated capacity to govern was the chief qualification for a prime minister suggested a new charismatic model of governance for the TV age. I also found Berlusconi to be psychologically one of the strangest people I had ever met. I had never before interviewed anyone who told so many obvious untruths with such enthusiastic conviction. He said a host of things that were almost childish in their obvious, transparent falsehood—that he has never tried to exert political influence on the media he owns, that his television stations are mostly “left-wing,” that his motives for entering politics were entirely selfless and that his political career has, indeed, harmed rather than helped his business, that it would be impossible, even if he wanted to, to pass legislation that would benefit himself—but he said them with such apparent conviction, with such genuine-seeming passion that I actually began to doubt whether two and two still equaled four.

Lying, of course, is common enough among politicians, but most of them recognize the difference between statements given out for public consumption and the strict, factual truth. I had interviewed Giulio Andreotti, seven-time prime minister and the dominant Italian politician before Berlusconi entered the scene, who repeatedly denied that he knew anything about some of his supporters’ well-documented ties to the Mafia, but he did so with the tired air of a man who knows he is not telling the strict truth, looking at you as if to say: “I know that you know, that this is not really the case, but public life requires us to maintain certain fictions.”

Andreotti would never allow himself the sort of extravagant declarations of his own omnipotence that Berlusconi commonly makes. “If Italy entrusts itself to Berlusconi, it’s the country’s good fortune,” Berlusconi said, referring to himself, as he often does, in the third person. “I am trying hard to suppress my superiority complex,” he said at another point.
8

Yet to categorize Berlusconi simply as a narcissistic megalomaniac is to miss what is most interesting and important about him. In most people, these qualities would be a serious, even fatal, weakness, causing them to seriously misjudge
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